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ABSTRACT , 

Research indicates that the relationship between 
class size and instructional effectiveness depends on /a multitude of 
related variables, such as age level of students, subject matter 
taught, and instructional methods used!. Recent statistical syntheses 
of this research reveal that the instructional benefits of smaller 
classes mre most significant for classes with under 20 students; 
between 25 and 40 students, class size has little overall effect on. 
educational quality. (TE) 
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How Isrgs should classes bo? Rooooreh 
indicates thet the relationship botwoon doss site, 
■nd Instructional effectiveness deporide on • 
multitude of rata tod variables, such as age lovol 
of students, oubjcot matter taught, and ' 
Instructional msthode ueed. Recent statistical 
synthscee of this roooaroh raved that tho ' 
instruction^ benefit* of smaller oleeeee ere moat 
olgnlflcent for clesese under 20 students j between 
25 and 40 students, class site has little overall > 
effect on odueetlonal quality. 



Why la oJaae alio s eentreverdd pattcy 



, ■ C'ass size Is o policy Issue that haa 
perennially divided teachers end policymakers, 
especially during contrast negotiations.. Common 
sense tolls us, aa taeehera argue, that smeller 
classes facilitate Inereeood etudont-teecher 
Interaction, allow for mora thorough student 

' frtSH 0 "* and P rov,d * <P*«f*My> for greater 
flexibility In teaching strategies. They also 
reduce teacher* workload per dees and therefore 
permit teachers to alboate more tana to class 
preparation end less to grading papers or testa, 
f nelly, smaller dassee tend to minimise student 
discipline problems, since teachers can more easily 
keep elf students under their watchful eyet this In 
turn gives teachers more tana for Inotruotlon, 
while reducing the emotional strain of teaching. 

Common sense elee tolls us, however, that 
smelter classes ere considerably mora expensive for 
• •enool district to maintain, since they require e 
lower student-teacher ratio (hence en expanded 
teaching staff) and more dees room epaoe per 
student population (honoe expended or remodeled , 
facilities). Are the benoftte of smaller eleesee 
worth the cost? This question has generated 
acrimonious debate between organisations 
representing teachers end administrators 
respectively, but. the Issues Involved In the debate 
ere too complex and various to yield e simple 
Judgment for or against reducing dose olio. 
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to studen t aohlevemant? 



Until recently, r esearch offered little help 
In resolving the class size controversy. In his 
1978 review of reeaeroh on the topic, Sidney 
Thompson maintained that reeeeroh findings were 
necessarily Inconclusive, beoaueo of the Intrinsic 
relativity In the definition of "small" or "large," 
the inherent Imprecision of outoomo measures, the 
subjectivity d process mseouroo, and the plethora 
of uncontrolled verlsbles in oven tho boat reeeeroh 
designs. Thompson oonoiudod that the relationship 
of class site to oduoaUonel effedtlvenees Involves 
I 00 ^^ oom P' w iHuoa to ft* reduced to e single 
testeble hypothesis. 



From 1978 to 1980, however, three 
controversial "mete-enoiyseo" of close six* 
reeeeroh were published by Can* V. Qlsss end Hery 
Lee Smith) these analyses have since corns to 
dominate discussion of the Issue. Smith and Qlaaa 
employed sophisticated statistical methods to 
correlate the findings of 80 studios that yielded 
over 700 comparisons of smeller and larger classes 
with respect to student achievement, dees room 
processes, end teeeher and etudent etutudos. . 
Their conclusion is uneqolvoods a positive 
correction con be drown between smeller eleesee 
end ell these vsriebles. 

Smith end G|eee owns under at took elmost 
Immedletely by the Educational Reeeeroh Service, 
which published en extensive critique of their 
methods snd findings. ERS's principal objections • 
were thet statistical "meta-analysis" precludes 
IdsnUflcstlon of meaningful duos contained In the 
research, thst conclusions ore overgenerellzed from 
o few "well designed" studies thet received 
dlsproportlohota emp heels, end thet tho findings os 
o whole do not Justify general dose she 
reductions. 

^ „ Th T to * tor ohjedlon le booed on graphs from 
the Smith end, Glass studies themselves, showing 
thet Improvement In student ochievsmsnt end dher 
educational verlsbles does, not become dramatic or 
significant until dees site Is reduced below 20 
pupils. Such o god Is simply not financially 
feeslbts In most school districts without drastic 
remodeling of faculties end expansion of 
personnel. 

Since ERS published its critique, -others hove 
orreyed themselves- for or agdnet Smith and Glass, 
whose studies hove become e pdnt of reference In 
needy everything written on the subject. 



In whet settings era 
beneficial ; 



r*et 



In general, reeeeroh findings enow that ' 
amaller olesees ere llkdy to bo most beneficial 
for younger (elementary eehod) etudonta, for . : 
oeonomlodly or educetionelty dsedventaged 
students, end for except lond etudonta et both ends 
of the eoale-glfted end disabled. 

Reeeeroh hos shown that smaller classes era 
"most beneficial in reeding end mathematics it tho - 
etementory level, while et the sooondary level . 
class site tends to make little dlffaranoo for 
etudent echievemsnt in most subject oraaa. The 
erase Where amalisr olseses ore most likely tp be 
advantageous d the sooondary level are those thst 
emphasise acquisition of skills rather then msstery . 
of oontent-srees such as Industrie arts, fins 
orta, music, snd writing. 

■ A number of studies, such os one by Stan 
Snap son end colleagues, hove dsmonetrated that 
toothers do not nscesssrUy modify Ihdr leeching 



strategies when pieced In smaller clesees. Shepson 
found that o'eea alia makaa-a larga dlf forenec to 
taschers In term, of tholr atutudaa and 
expectations, but ilttla or no dlffaranea to 
atudanta or to Inatruotlonal mtthodt uaad. Ha 
concluded that taaehara naad to bo tralnad In 
instructional strategic, moat approprlata for 
dIMarant alia classes. 



What ara Jaat expensive alternatives to an •'" 
acroee-the-boerd reduction In daaa e|teT 

As Hlchaal Bargar haa obaerved, the larga 
yoluma of clese aUa research haa yielded .few 
enplrlcolly verifiable generellzatlone to guide 
fonmilatlon and Implementation of edueotlonol 
policy. Evan If tha Smith and Glaaa enolyees ara 
valid, significant reductions In claee alia ara 
fiscally impossible In moat school districts, whlls 
small inductions within tha 23-.0 student ranga do 
not prsduea suf flclant achievement gains to make 
them worth (he cost. 

Tha focus on numbsrs tanda to obscure a mora 
baslo quaation chat Includaa but gOee beyond class 
alias Assuming a limited amount of resources, how 
can Instructional arrangement* ba boat adapted to . 
tha particular neode of aaoh elaaa? Bargar Uate 
four ganaral strateglaa available to edmlnletretore 
for modifying Instructional arrangamantet (1) 
modify distribution of Inatruotlonal staff i (2) ' 
modify inatruotlonal mathodat v'3) modify 
distribution of otudantai and (a) modify 
exacerbating foctore. 

Bsceuae of tha multiple varlablaa Involved, 
class slta daclslons ara boat mada at tha building 
lava , on a caee-by-ecee beats, with teaohara ' 
particlpaUng In tha daelalon-maklng process, 
rsthertHen at tha district lavol ee a blanket 
policy. Intelligent deriekmo about class alia 
. also prasupposa tha discration to parmlt amall 
cleseeo In contexts where they are moat beneflolal, 
aa noted In tha preceding section. 

furthermore, administrators may choose among 
numerous less expensive aitematlvea to mandated 
smelter classes. Theae Include teacher aides (who 
can^be useful in a variety of dleolpUnee euch aa 
math, science, and language arts), parent and 
community volunteers, e staggered schedule, special 
laboretorlea or center., teem- teaching, extended 
day programs, cooperative learning, end computers 
or other individualized inetructlonal eida. 

Finally, It to Important to recognize that 
agitation by teacher unione for ameUsr classes Is 
frequently e manlfasteUon of teacher* concern, 
not for tha number of atudanta In one class, but 
rather for their overall workload-the total number 
of students an Inetruotor faces. Therefore, any 
measures that oan reduce teeshere* workload or 
provide methods for el (evicting the burden of that 
workload are negotiable substitutes for en overall 
reduction In claaa size. 
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